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Adaptive Protocols for Lake Okeechobee Operations

Lake Okeechobee is the heart of the Central and Southern Florida Flood Control Project
and an interconnected regional aquatic ecosystem. It has multiple functions, including
flood protection, agricultural and urban water supply, navigation, fisheries, and wildlife
habitat. As such, operation of the Lake impacts a wide range of environmental and
economic issues. Lake operations must carefully consider the entire and sometimes
conflicting needs of the Project. A new regulation schedule for Lake Okeechobee, called
WSE (Water Supply and Environment), was adopted by the South Florida Water
Management District (SFWMD) in July 2000. The schedule provides increased flexibility
relative to earlier flood control schedules, and was specifically designed to "optimize
environmental benefits at minimal or no impact to competing lake purposes." 

The WSE schedule tells lake managers when it is necessary to release water from the
Lake for flood protection purposes. Water release decisions are determined by depth of
water in the Lake, which varies with season, and by recent rainfall amounts and future
climate projections. Except at extreme high water level, the schedule does not specify
exact amounts of water that need to be released from the Lake. It also does not address
situations where water deliveries from Lake Okeechobee may be desired to deal with
water resource problems (e.g., algae blooms, high salinity that is affecting estuary biota
or drinking water intakes) in downstream systems, such as the Caloosahatchee Estuary.

This document spells out in greater detail how lake managers can meet the intent of the
WSE schedule. In particular, it is a tool to guide short-term operational decisions in
regard to volumes of water to release from the Lake for flood control purposes and
procedures to be followed for addressing Lake Okeechobee and downstream water
resource opportunities. The document lays out a process, which includes quarterly input
from the public, other agencies, and the SFWMD Governing Board, and weekly input
from a SFWMD multidisciplinary team of water resource experts. Decisions regarding
water releases from the Lake are grounded in a set of "performance measures"
(indicators of ecosystem health and water supply conditions) based on science and
engineering. 

The key feature of decisions made under the Adaptive Protocols is that they will balance
the missions of the SFWMD for water supply, flood protection, and environmental
protection, and comply with the regional water supply performance projected in the
Lower East Coast Regional Water Supply Plan, within the constraints of the approved
WSE schedule.
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